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1. What is reading? How to read a prose text?

1.1 Skimming, Scanning and Discourse:

Let us consider the concept of “reading” in the beginning. First of all,

reading is a basic learning skill and we are all familiar with the term. As

we look at it as a skill or technique then we may devise convenient ways

or strategies to develop our reading skills also. Secondly, one of the

common strategies that most readers of a prose text in any language

employ is to give a quick reading of a few paragraphs of the text to get an

idea about the subject or theme. This process is called skimming. It

means as readers we condense or skim the parts of the text that

appears “important” to us to develop a first-hand idea about the topic. In

skimming readers do not try to examine sentence structures, word

clusters, phrases and idioms, parts of speech, voice etc. We also ignore

difficult words and try to gather a “round about idea.” Once this first part of

reading process is over the next step is undertaken to deepen the

understanding of the text. This exercise is known as scanning. It is in

scanning that we examine small details about the linguistic structure or

design of sentences and try to appreciate the hidden grammar of

sentences. We try to understand a paragraph and develop an idea which

we may call a discourse. Once we gather adequate idea about the

“discursive practices” (structure of the linguistic discourse) inside the text

we are very close to understanding a text well. Thirdly, we become able to

frame simple questions (very short and short) from the paragraphs and

write answers of those questions. Up to this point we can say reading skill

is the strategy that we rely on to learn a text. Beyond this would be an

area covered by writing skills.
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1.2 In the above paragraph I have attempted to introduce the concept of

reading to you. Now I will try to demonstrate how we may approach the

particular text of our concern. To begin with we read the title “My

Impressions of Assam.” When we read it realise that the essay must have

been written by a non-Assamese writer. Secondly, the word “impressions”

give us an idea that the writer has possibly attempted to record his or her

personal interaction (knowledge plus feelings) with Assam for a particular

period. Next comes the name of the author. It does not matter if we do not

know much about him. In this age of IT based learning we know that we

can read and gather sufficient knowledge about him anytime we want.

1.3 The body of the text: skimming the design

Whenever we begin to read a prose piece, we should develop the habit of

looking at a few things: number of pages, paragraphs, lengths of

paragraphs and a peek in to average number of sentences in a

paragraph. This habit helps to have an early quick idea about the overall

design of the text. Next, we should give a quick reading of the first

paragraph. For instance, in this essay the very first sentence appears

interesting. Because it begins with a paradox. The writer refers to a

general saying by the people about gaining knowledge about a country:

its people and culture. According to the saying one can know a country

well if one visits it like a tourist for fifteen days. This is the first way of

gaining knowledge about a country or a region. The second way is

staying in the country for twenty years. If we read the sentence, we are

slightly puzzled. Because the question comes to our mind if one can not

know about a country by staying there less than fifteen days or more than

that. The next question is why it might take as long as twenty years for

someone to know a country or a region. The answers to this puzzle are

interesting. Firstly, it requires a minimum period of stay like fifteen days at

least to see around, talk with people and develop a basic idea about a

country. Secondly, in order to study and research in depth the culture of a

particular country one would have to stay a longer period like twenty

years. We all have to remember this prose piece was written much before

the IT revolution and globalisation of the world. The second sentence
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informs the readers that for Verrier Elwin (who was an Anthropologist) had

considered India as his home and a place close to his heart. He has

already spent nearly twenty-five years in various parts of India. Still he

says that he has much to learn about the country. The third sentence is

where the writer talks about his experience in Assam. In this regard,

interestingly, he says that he has spent merely four months in undivided

Assam. Within these four months he says that he feels as if he has learnt

much about the people and its natural beauty. Again, the writer calls

himself “an unconventional traveller.”

1.4 Scanning a sentence

Let us go back to the first paragraph again. The first thing that catches

our eyes is the prevalence of the pronoun “I” in the sentences. This

indicates that Verrier Elwin is expressing his personal or individual

experience and feelings about Assam. Secondly, the idea that he has

known Assam intimately by merely staying for four months shows that his

heart has a special place for Assam and its people. It means within four

months he has been affected or touched sufficiently enough by his

interactions with the people living in the hills and plains of Assam. Thirdly,

here comes the consideration that Verrier Elwin professionally was an

Anthropologist. It means he had much training and knowledge about how

to gain knowledge about a particular race or community. Now, it becomes

easier for us to understand why he calls himself an “unconventional

traveller.” Now let us look at the structures and structural arrangement of

the sentences. Let us look at the first sentence again:

It has been said that you know all about a country after staying in it

either for a fortnight or for twenty years.

Let us first examine the clause “it has been said.” Whenever such a

clause is used to begin a sentence, we have to understand that the

speaker or writer of the sentence is referring to a general piece of

knowledge shared across a culture. It is interesting that in the Indian or

Assamese culture there is no such commonly shared idea. This is the first

reason why the sentence appears paradoxical or puzzling to us.

Secondly, we can break the above sentence in the following ways:
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It has been said:

a) We can know about a country if we stay there for fifteen days or a

fortnight.

b) We can also know about a country if we stay there for twenty

years.

This convenient structural redesigning of any sentence may be called as

breaking things in to understandable parts or segments or gestalts. If we

do like this it helps to understand the meaning of the sentence. Again, we

can see that the sentence has been written in the “Present Indefinite or

Simple Present Tense.” Then we should observe how prepositions like

“in” and “for” have been used in the sentence. If we look a little bit more

then we see that “either…or” conjunction has been used in the sentence.
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